balls" is how one observer described them. "Great theater" is how I describe the dance. Scientists once considered the dance to be a mat ing ritual. Yet the behavior isn't limited to mated pairs. Juveniles, chicks, and unpaired cranes dance as well. Now, scientists believe that the dance serves several functions: it is a courtship ritual performed mostly by unpaired cranes; it is a bonding ritual among life mates; it is a way, according to Nebraska ornithologist Paul Johnsgard, to "thwart aggression, relieve tension, and strengthen the pair bond" and so is enacted year-round.
I drive back roads with other crane-watchers ("craniacs," we're called) who creep along at ten to twenty miles per hour, radios off, windows down. We stop frequently to peer through binoculars. But if I see cranes spiraling on motionless wings on rising columns of air ("kettling"), I stop, get out of my car, and watch. Johnsgard, who has been watching cranes since 1962, speculates that cranes might use these "high-altitude maneuvers as reconnaissance flights" before they leave the Platte in the spring in order "to scan the river and com mit its topographic features to the collective memories of the flock members." Johnsgard says that this activity may be especially impor tant for the younger and more inexperienced birds, since they must learn all the species' most reliable migratory stopping points along their several-thousand-mile migration. Kettling also prepares the cranes for that time when they leave this part of the Central Flyway in a dramatic mass departure, winging north over the Nebraska sandhills and on to their breeding grounds in northeastern Siberia, Alaska, and northern Canada. When they go, they take tons of Nebraska with them: grain, insects, and invertebrates converted into flight fuel. When they leave, we craniacs go home, carrying images of these great, gray-clad "preacher birds," as travelers and settlers once called them, delivering their wild sermons near the Platte. rattles, calls, and croaks. A sky speckled with black dots. Dropping out of the sky were big birds, with broad, cupped wings, over six feet from tip to tip, fully extended necks, and dangling legs, an almost cartoonish sight that reminded me of people dangling from parachutes. I had never seen or heard anything like this great con gregation. I wept with joy. Now, I return to the central Platte each spring just as the cranes do. The cranes know of no other springs than these along the Platte. How good and homey this stretch of the river must be to them after so many spring returns.
The sandhill crane has had many Nebraska landscapes "to scan... and commit its topographic features to the collective memories of the flock." Nearly ten-million-year-old crane fossils, similar to those of the Crowned Cranes, one of the two crane subfamilies, were found buried in beds of volcanic ash at Ash Falls Fossil Beds State Historical Park near Royal, Nebraska. Typical Cranes, the other sub family, which includes the sandhills (Grus canadensis), first appear in the fossil record in the Miocene, five to twenty-four million years ago. In the 1920s, Dr. Alexander Wetmore, an avian paleontologist with the Smithsonian Institute, found an eight-to ten-million-year old fossilized humerus or "arm" bone of one of the Typical Cranes in Nebraska. Wetmore said that he couldn't distinguish this bone from that of a contemporary sandhill crane.
During the Miocene, Grus canadensis were here when the Rockies were being uplifted and the climate changed enough that the for ests contracted and the grasslands evolved. Did the Miocene cranes migrate, too, or were they permanent residents of what is now Nebraska, sharing the landscape year-round with exotic grazing mammals (rhinoceroses, elephants, camels, and the curious ances tors of the pig, sheep, deer, and horse) and equally exotic predators (lions, short-faced bears, dire wolves, and saber-toothed cats)?
The sandhill cranes were here during the Pliocene, when the world became colder and ice sheets formed and descended upon the center of North America. Then, the cranes fed, danced, and roosted in a landscape covered by ice and bordered by arctic tundra or coniferous forests, rather like their present-day summer breeding grounds. The cranes were here as the landscape, flora, and fauna were reshaped by the repeated waxing and waning of the great glaciers. The cranes were here as people diverted the waters of the Platte for irrigation, electricity, and municipal water supplies, constricting the crane's staging area from two hundred to eighty, then forty tight miles. Cranes are here in the twenty-first century as people fight each other for every last drop of water in the narrower, shallower Platte.
Because of the long, severe drought in the early years of the new millennium, as well as continuing depletions from the dams and water diversion projects in Colorado, Wyoming, and western
Nebraska, the channels of the Platte in south-central Nebraska ran dry. Then, the "river" looked like a scruffy field where the vegetation had been worn or scorched away. Is a river still a river if it has no water? The Platte didn't flow again until it picked up water from the Loup near Columbus, Nebraska. A century ago, the Platte was a different river. Then the channel was one to three miles wide in the spring and with far more sandbars than it has now: a river of water and sand. Because it flooded most springs and because of the scouring action of ice, the Platte was rela tively free of trees and vegetation: a wide, open, shape-shifting river. Now the river carries less than one-third of its historic flow, and so the channels are thick with cottonwoods, willows, goldenrod, false indigo, purple loosestrife, phragmites, saltcedar, reed canary grass, and Russian olives: a narrow, enclosed, predictable river.
I know the older river through the written accounts of those who traveled there long ago. Many traveling on the Great Platte River Road, also called the Mormon or the Oregon Trail, were struck by the flatness of the river that inspired its name: the "Platte" or "plate," bestowed by French explorers and "Nebraska" or "flat water," bestowed by the Otoe. In 1859, emigrant Martha Missouri Moore wrote, "The river is a perfect curiosity, it is so very different from any of our streams that it is hard to realize that a river should be running so near the top of the ground without any timber, and no bank at all." As Erwin Hinckley Barbour, a professor of geology at the University of Nebraska, was studying the homemade windmills of the Platte River Valley in the 1890s, he observed that this "singular and highly interesting river" was so "overloaded and taxed beyond its power" that it couldn't "carry its burden of sand out of the State." Barbour noted that "its energy is spent in shifting its sand bars from side to side and in forming a lace work of channels through its broad bed."
Because the river was constantly receiving deposits of sand, its bed was built up fifty to two hundred feet or more?which is why it ran "so near the top of the ground."
Loren Eiseley, one of Barbour's students, was struck by the Platte's changeability. In The Immense Journey, he wrote: "In the spring floods, on occasion, [the river] can be a mile-wide roaring torrent of destruction, gulping farms and bridges. Normally, how ever, it is a rambling, dispersed series of streamlets flowing errati cally over great sand and gravel fans that are, in part, the remnants of a mightier Ice Age stream bed. Quick sands and shifting islands haunt its waters." For Eiseley, the Platte was a "treacherous place... where neither water nor land prevails," a sentiment captured in the oft-repeated saw: "The Platte is a mile wide, an inch deep, too thick to drink, and too thin to plow." When I came to the Platte as an adult, I viewed it with condescen sion. "More of a creek than a river," I said. My prototypal river, the Upper Mississippi, on whose western banks I was born and raised, is deep, wide, and swift, flowing from north to south, a dangerous river, whose currents can pull you down and hold you there, whose floods were deadly and destructive. But in time, I grew to love this sloppy, shallow, loosely knit, prairie river. In time, I found it irresist ible and sustaining. While I will never know the wild and free river that long ago resi dents, explorers, emigrants, and cranes saw, I can imagine a Platte that has been restored to some of its former glory: rushing, scouring, braiding, flooding, emptying, gulping, frothing, sprawling, ravaging, winding, roaring, withering, nurturing, murmuring, shifting, haunt ing. I can imagine a Platte where sandhill and whooping cranes are comfortably spread out over the entire, two-hundred-mile-wide bend in the river, all the way from Chapman to North Platte.
For most of its existence, the Platte, with its braided land and water, has been a place of extravagant abundance for the cranes.
After their long, energy-consuming flight to the Platte, they need to pack on twenty to twenty-five percent of their weight in fat to sustain them as they complete their journey to their still-frozen breeding grounds where food isn't yet available. For many millen nia, the cranes found enough calcium, protein, and minerals in the wet meadows near the Platte to trigger the breeding process and to make egg shells and embryos. In the past century, they met most of their caloric needs not in prairie near the river but in cornfields that have replaced the prairies.
And for many millennia, the Platte was a secure place. Because cranes find safety not in concealment but in exposure, they sleep standing in water or on slightly submerged sandbars in the wide, shallowness of the Platte. Dogs and coyotes, or in wilder times, wolves and bobcats, were reluctant or unwilling to cross the water. ated," meaning that cuts must be imposed since existing water use has exceeded the supply. In other words, the wet meadows are drier and so less productive than they used to be, and the cranes are packed into even fewer roosts along an even narrower stretch of the river, in water that is already claimed, with none to spare. acres. In order to expose the sandbars, unclog the channels, and lessen the amount of water lost to thirsty invasive plants, the pro gram also funds the removal of trees and vegetation growing in the riverbed. Third, they will return the river to its July 1, 1997 level of development, in terms of water use and associated river depletion.
Since irrigation uses the lion's share of the Platte's water, farmers and ranchers must reduce the amount of water they pump onto their fields. Any new or expanded water uses which diminish the stream flow must be offset by such methods as water rights transfer, groundwater recharge projects, the relocation or retiming of ground water withdrawals, crop mixing, and changes in tillage practice. long and convoluted tracheas, until I can translate these utterances into human words and phrases. I'll hide in a blind so that I can look a sandhill crane in its yellow eye and see this and more distant landscapes reflected back.
